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'Ifmy penwasasgoodasyourpistol':
TheAcquisitionandUsesofWriting
ontheRepublicanFrontsduringtheSpanishCivil War
Antonio Castillo Gómez & VerónicaSierra:BIas
Therifle andthepen
From theoutbreakofthe SpanishCivil War following themilitaryuprising
of July 1936,therepublicangovernmentwas,convincedthatbattlefields,
barracks,placesof rest and recreationfor the troops,and field hospitals
wereall siteswhereeducationandcultureshouldbepresent.Fighting illit-
eracy in the army and raising the political consciousnessof soldiersbe-
carnetwo symbolicbastionsof therepublicanarmedstruggle.Education
andculture,seenasadditionalweaponsin thefight againstfascism,would
transfoTIll thesoldier into an activeandintelligentprotagonist.The provi-
sion of this combativeform of educationwas entrustedto the so-called
CulturalMilitias, setup l;1yadecreeofthe Ministry for Public Educationon
30 January 1937.
According to thefirst clauseQfthisdecree,theCulturalMilitias would
appointa 'bodyofteachersandinstructorswhosedutyit is toprovidebasic
educationto thosetroopswho needit, asfar asthepressuresofwar permit,
and in placesdedicatedto this purpose,taking advantageof the troops'
momentsof relaxation'.The Cultural Militias aimedto teachreadingand
writing to illiteratesoldiers,to offer generalinstructionto thetroopswho
alreadyknewtherudimentsofreading andwriting,andto trainfuturearmy
officers.Togetherwith theseeminentlypedagogicalaims,theotheraxison
which their activitieswere basedwas the task of political training. The
CulturalMilitias weresubjecttotheMinistry forPtÍblicEducation,onwhich
theydependedfortheir jobs andsalaries;nevertheless,atthefronttheyhad
to respectmilitarydisciplineandobeytheordersofthe officers in theunits
towhich theywereassigned.As aresult,it is notsurprisingthattheyended
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up as part of a hierarchicalstructure,taking their place in the hierarchy
accordingto theiractivitiesandtheirunits(generalinspectors,inspectorsat
thefront,Divisional, BrigadeandBattalionCulturalMilitiamen,andsoon).
TheCulturalMilitiamen assignedtoabattaliondependedonthenumber
of illiteratesin it. Therewerenot alwaysenoughteachersin thebattalions
to meetthe heavy demandfor literacy skills in the Popular Arrny. This
plOblemis clearfrom thenoteswhich RamónCostamadein his campaign
diary,nowpreservedin theGeneralArchivesofthe Civil Warin Salamanca.
His manuscriptof 25pages,measuring21.4cm x 15.4cm,is grammatically
correct,with goodspellingandwrittenin ac1earhand.The diaryrecordshis
activitiesin theCulturalMilitias ofthe 18thArrny Corps,asinspectoratthe
frontfor theArrny of theCentreduringAugustandSeptember1937.It also
includescornmentson his personalandintimatelife includingthedeathof
hismother.In thesepageshemeticulouslynotestheworkdonetodateineach
unit (courses,lectures,workshops,discussionmeetings,libraries,poster-
journals,lc1asses,andsoon).He providesabriefplOfessionalbiographyfor
eachmemberof the Cultural Militia working in theseunits, emphasising
theirprofessionalabilitytocarryoutthetasksentrustedtothem,thematerial
necessitiesavailable(suchasreadingprimers,notebooks,pencils,boxesof
chalk,lOlls ofbutcher-paper,wall-chartsandfumiture)andthesuitabilityor
otherwiseof theplacestheyweregivento work in.
The schools had to be setup in places of rest, in field hospitalsand
even in forward positions,but the work performedin themcould not be
identical.Wbereasin theformerit waspossibleto spendthewhole day in
culturalandpedagogicalactivities,atthefrontthismightbe impossiblefor
entiredaysata stretch,sothateverymomentwasprecious.They couldnot
expectto havea fixed andstablec1assroom,butworked in anyreasonably
safecomerundercoverflOmenemyfire,wherethemilitiamancouldgather
togethertwo, four or six soldiers,or asmanyaswerethere,to continuehis
teachingwork. Miguel Núñez,acommercestudentandamemberofUnited
Socialist Youth (JSU), participatedin the civil war as an auxiliary to the
Cultural Militia when only 16yearsold. In an interviewhe gaveRonald
Fraserherecountedthat'classesweregivenwhenandwherepossible,usu-
ally in the momings and in the lOughsheltersput up by themen'.2Each
1 Newspaperspostedonthewall forgroupreading.
2 RonaldFraser,B/ood ofSpain: TheExperienceofCivil War,1936-1939,Har-
mondsworthUK (Penguin),1981,pp.291-3.
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timetheunitmoved,theequipmenthadtobe leftbehind,andeveryonehad
to lend a handto set the school up again: '[Some] One found a pair of
chairs,anotherabit of chalk,anotherapieceof wood thatwould serveasa
bench,or a bit of blackboard[... ].'
The actual functionsof the Cultural Militia were outlined in special
regulationsandcircularsissuedin thefirst monthsof 1937.The inspectors
atthefrontwereresponsiblefor makingsurethatthearmyofficersmadeit
'compulsoryto attendclasses,especiallyfor the illiterate'. The battalion
militiamenwere responsiblefor organisingthe classesfor individuals or
groups,'astheysawfit takinginto accountthebattalion'ssituationandthe
circumstancesof thewar' .3Their teachingwork consistednot only of giv-
ing first lessonsin readingandwriting,butalsoof organisingshortcourses,
discussionsandlectures,promotingpoetryandstorycompetitions,putting
onplays,broadcastingmessagesto theenemyvia loudspeakers,helpingto
createa spacefor culturalactivitiesandthe soldiers' quarters,collaborat-
ing in writing trenchjournals, supervisingthe library if one existed,and
creatingposter-journalstogetherwith thesoldiers.A memberofthe militia
was alsoresponsiblefor choosingtheplacewheretheseculturalactivities
weretoproceed.It shouldbe calm,welcomingandpreferablyata distance
from thecombatzone,so thatit couldbe 'at oncea school,anda placeof
recreationandgood cheer', 'a centreofwork anda placeofrest afterthe
fatigueof the campaign'.4The schoolhad to be in good condition,well-
equippedanddecorated.For this purposemapsof Spain andEurope were
published,and more than20,000exercisebooks were distributedto the
armies,togetherwith 4,000metresofbutcher-paper,andgreatquantitiesof
pencils,notepadsandpen-cases.5
3 CircularLettern°2 of theGeneralInspectorof theCulturalMilitias, in
ChristopherH. Cobb,Los Milicianosdela Cultura,Bilbao(Universidadel
PaísVasco),1995,pp. 178-'--80;Armasy Letras,n° 1, 1stAugust1937,in
ChristopherH. Cobb,La Culturay elpueblo.España,1930-1939,Barcelona
(Laia),1981,p.428.
4 Circularn°5, CulturalMilitias,PressandPropagandaSection,Valencia,22
June1937,GeneralArchivesoftheCivilWarinSalamanca(Spain),P.S.Aragón,
seriesR, box50,correspondenceof 145thMixedBrigade.
5 L 'effortcultureldupeupleespagnolenarmes,París(MinisteriodeInstrucción
PublicadelaRepúblicaEspañola),1937,p. 14.
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Meanwhile, the instructiongivenwas supposedto be neither'dry nor
difficult', andbasedon thefollowing method:
Theteacherwill writeawordonthepaperandtellhisstudentstocopyit.They
will dosoandoncethisfirstexerciseiscompleted,theywill gobackandcopy
it letterbyletteraccordingtotheinstructionsoftheteacher,whowill repeathe
nameofeachletteroveragain.Theworkcanbemademoreenjoyablebychoos-
ingwordswhicharegoingto-beusefulin a militarycontext,andby adding
someexplanatorycornments.Thusif thewordselectedis ant,themilitiaman
mightspeakaboutthehabitsof theseinsects,thekindof life theylive,how
theyorganisethemselves,etc.Inthiswayafewminuteswill pass.Thenusing
thesamesubject-matter,theyshouldmakeup a sentence,for example:ants
helpeachother,whichthestudentswill againwriteout,repeatingtheprevious
process.And [theteachershouldcontinue)inthisway,withaseriesofwords,
phrasesorsentences,rememberingthatitwill alwaysbepreferabletousewords
with a revolutionaryor moralcontentwhichhelpto givesomehumanand
politicalmeaning,aswellasaculturalone,forourcombatants.6
This method is exactIy the one laid out in the AntifascistSchoolBook
(CartillaEscolarAntifascista),anessentialtool for thework performedby
theCulturalMilitias atthefronts.It waspublishedby theMinistry for Pub-
lic Educationto fulfil itsmissionof assistingthecampaignfor literacy.The
prefacedemonstratedhow theculturalstrugglewasclosely identifiedwith
thestruggleagainstfascism:
Theculturalstruggleof theSpanishpeople,whomtheforcesof reactionhave
keptinastateofignoranceandilliteracy,is inseparablylinkedtotheideologi-
cal andpoliticalstruggleagainstfascismoTheSpanishpeoplearetakingup
armstouprootfascismoTeachersandall culturalworkersmustpayhomageto
theirexample,andtheytoomustuprootfascismwithbooksandthepen.7
The AntifascistSchoolBookhada first print ron of 150,000copies,which
was clearly insufficientfor therapidexpansionof educationatthefronts.8
In it 'every lesson beganwith a sentence,which was thenanalysedand
brokendown into syllablesandletters',beforebeingusedagainto formu-
latenewwords andphrases.The specificexamplesusedrangedfromthose
6 Circularn°5, CulturalMilitias,pp.1-2.
7 CartillaEscolarAntifascista,Valencia(MinisteriodeInstrucciónPública),1937.
8 Cobb,Milicianosdela Cultura,pp.56-7and82.
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whichcarriedexp1icitpropagandafortheRepublic,itsinstitutionsandpo-
liticalpolicies,tothoseaimedatraisingthemoraleofthearmyengagedin
theheroicstruggleagainstfascismoThisbookwascomplementedby the
Ministryof PublicEducation'sAntifasástArithmeticBook,alsodrawnup
by MauricioAmster,whichillustratedmathematicalexerciseswithmili-
taryexamples:'ADDING cartridgeto cartridgewe makea box of car-
tridges;WE ADD togetherourownforcesagainstfascismandwewill be
invincible.'
Wecanmeasuretheeffectivenessofthestruggleagainstilliteracywaged
by theCulturalMilitia by consideringthestatisticswhichtestifyto their
legacy:theymanagedtocreatesome2,047schools,whichemployed2,200
teachersgivingclassestoabout200,000soldiers,thussucceedinginteach-
ingbasicliteracyto 150,000republicansoldiers.Accordingto Augusto
Vidal,over1,000schoolswereestablishedinAugust1937alone,inwhich
around95,000illiteratesreceivedinstruction,withtheresultthata little
over13,000leamedtoreadandwritein thecourseofthemonth.9
Booksfor thefront!
Schoolbookswerenottheonlykindof literatureavailableto republican
soldiersatthefront.As wellastheactivitiesdescribedabove,therepubli-
cangovemmenttriedtoachievetwootherobjectives:tocatertotheread-
ingneedsof thetroopsandtodeveloptheirliteracyby makingavailable
variousworksof advice,generalcultureandentertainment.PopularCul-
ture,apopularfrontorganisation,hadappearedintheelectionsofFebruary
1936,althoughitsrealworkofculturaldisseminationtookplaceinthewar
years.ItemployedaLibrarySectionthroughwhichsoldiersandthewounded
could,withoutcharge,borrowbooks,magazinesandnewspapersto oc-
cupytheirleisuretimeandraisetheirconsciousness.InCatalonia,thiswork
wascarriedoutbytheServiceofLibrariesfortheFront,subordinatetothe
ProvincialPropagandaOffice(ComisariadodePropagandadelaGenerali-
tat),establishedon5October1936.Itsfamousbibliobus,launchedinMay
9 AugustoVidal, 'La luchaporlaculturaenEspaña.InformedelCamaradaVida!del
Secretariadodela ITE', El MagisterioEspañol,n°6774,12January 1938,p. 39.
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1938,carriedbooks to the front lines. The bib1iobusdelivered2,191vo1-
umes,750propagandaleafletsandvariousmagazines.10
Popular Cu1turesetup book depositoriesin Madrid andValencia,from
whencebatchesof about120bookswerecirculatedto thefronts,hospitals
and soldiers' lodgings. Thesepacketsof books were supportedby dona-
tions from theMinistry for Public Education,moneycollectedfromhomes
abandonedin thewarzone,ariddonationsfrompublishers,booksellersand
individuals.Later thesoldier-readerscontributedto thediffusion of litera-
ture at the frontsby paying a subscriptionandholding fund-raisingbook
partieswhich collectednew subscriptionsin theform of moneyaswell as
booksfor thearmy.Thesupportof thepresswas fundamentalin thiscaQse,
becausenewspaperswould publish variousannouncementscalling on all
to assist in the struggleagainstilliteracy by sendingsecond-handbooks
andmagazinesto the front:
Citizen:ifyou readmagazines,whenyouhavefinishedwiththemputthemin
theboxesforPopularCulture.For youthisis averysmallsacrifice;for usit
meanswecangivethesoldiersandthewoundedsomepleasureintheirhours
ofrest.ll
The contentof thebook parcelsvariedfrom placeto place,dependingon
the library which was setup thereandthenatureof thereadingpublic it
served.Sometimes,books were sentin responseto specific requests.On
28 April1938, for instance,theOffice ofthe 35thDivision ofthe 5th Army
Corps askedfor bookswhich contained:'somethingto passthetime(nov-
els), socialcontent(essaysandarguments),a scientificcharacter(scientific
popularisation),a cultural message(to supportthe work of the Cultural
Militias) andworksof amilitarycharacter(tacticsandtopography)'.12 Some-
times,thepacketssentwereall thesame,andothermaterialwas addedto
10 NuriaVentura,'En Cataluña:lasbibliotecascomoinstrumentodelibertad',in
Bibliotecaenguerra(catalogueof theexhibitionattheNationalLibraryin
Madrid,November2005-February2006),Madrid(BibliotecaNacional),2005,
p.358.
11 JuanManuelFernándezSoria,Educacióny culturaenla GuerraCivil,1936-
1939,Valencia(NauLlibres),1984,p. 59.
12 MaríaC.Cugueró,MaríaTeresaBoada& VicenyAllu,El ServeideBiblioteques
delFront,1936-1939,Barcelona(DiputacióndeBarcelona),1985,p. 76.
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thebooks if it was urgentlyneededat the front, as outlined in the artic1e
writtenin August 1937by PalermVich, inspectoratthefront, for thejour-
nalArmsandLetters(Armasy Letras),a mouthpieceofthe Cultural Mili-
tia: 'In Barcelonasomesuitcaseswere madeup for the trenches,which
mighttakeperhapstwentybooks, inkwells, pens,pencils,paperandenve-
lopesandmilitarypostcards.'13
Libraries wereoftensetup in schoolsin undergrounddugoutsin well-
establishedfronts, or in housesnear the trenches,and were entrustedto
membersof theCultural Militia who usedthemfor their intellectualwork
andteachingpreparation.In TheRoute(Ruta),J. Delso deMiguel outlines
theusesoldiersmadeof librariesatthefront:
Twolargeparalleltableswithroomfor20comradesateach.A chestof draw-
erswhichfilledtheentirebackwallof thecaveandin it, volumesandmore
volumes,booksandmorebooks,pamphlets,magazines,newspapers.Thean-
gledceiling,likeanextensionof thewalls;wascoveredinposterswhich,ar-
rangedsymmetricallyfromlefttoright,seemedlikeaprocessionofideaswhich
madethebloodinourveinsboílupwithemotion.Sittingattheleft-handtable,
comradesílentlyreadthepaperor thebooktheyhadn't fmishedyesterday
[...]. In thecomerattheendoftheothertable,comradeswritetotheirmother,
theirgirlfriend,toourpaper,shapingtheirimpressions,theirdeepestfeelings
onthepage.And lastly,takingadvantageof theremainingtablespace,three
comradeswithwillpoweranddeterminationareinterpretingandrepeatingthe
readingprimerwithoutinterruptiontotenortwelveothers,untiltheyleamoff
byheartheformandcontentof whattheyarebeingtaught.14
To give an ideaof theenormouswork carriedoutby thelibrary serviceof
PopularCulture,oneneedonly point out thatin its first yearof operation,
up to March 1937,a total of 789 librarieswere suppliedat the fronts, in
barracks,in hóspitalsand in soldiers' lodgings. The delivery of books,
magazines andnewspapersto the frontswas essentialto supportthecam-
paign for literacyundertakenby the RepublicanArmy. Moreover, it pro-
vided an incentiveto readand encouragedsoldiersto take an interestin
books.They filled thesoldiers' freetime,keptthemcompanyin theloneli-
13 PalermVich,'La culturaenlosfrentes',Armasy Letras, no.1,1August1937,
in Cobb,La culturay elpueblo, p.431.
14 J. DelsodeMiguel,'LaborculturaldelasJuventudeslibertariasdelosfrentes',
Ruta, nO30,14May 1937,inBiblioteca enguerra, p.327.
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ness of the trenches,and he1pedto lift their moraleand distractthemin
their quietbut stressfulmoments.And thentherewas thetherapeuticrole
which readingplayedfor thewounded,thebeneficialresultsofwhich had
beenprovedby American experiencesin theFirst World War anddemon-
stratedin many 'bibliotherapy' studiescarriedout in hospitals by British
library specialists.15
Thenotebooksof the145thMixedBrigade
The learningprocesstook theform of a varietyof exercisesandscholastic
activitiescorrespondingtodifferentlevelsof instruction,anddeterminedby
theknowledgethateachsoldierbroughttotheclassesofferedbythecultural
militiamenwhich heattendedin his battalionorunit.As in today'sschools,
the main instrumentfor learningandperfectingone's first words was the
schoolexercisebook. Thousandsoftheseweredistributedfreeof chargeat
the fronts to soldierswho wantedto participatein the literacycampaign.
They clearly reflect the way the soldiersdrove themselvesto learn,and
soughtto realisetheirdesireto escapefrom ignoranceandunderstandtheir
role in thewar. In appreciatingtheimportanceof exercisebooks in repub-
lican schoolsatthefront,we donotneedtoreIr exclusive1yon allusionsin
circularsfromtheGeneralInspectoroftheCulturalMilitia, thelistsofschool
materialssentto thesoldiers,andmilitarybulletinsandnewspapers.Fortu-
natelywe alsohavesomeoriginalexamplesof exercisebookspreservedin
theGeneralArchives ofthe SpanishCivil War in Salamanca.16Thesebooks
wereusedin JanuaryandFebruary1938andbelongedtovarioussoldiersof
the 145thMixed Brigadeof thePopularArmy: RamónBarrancoValencia,
Juan SalvadorandPabloGarí Camps,andJosé CortésSala.As well asthese
exercisebooks we have a large in-octavonotebook,with a black oilskin
cover,belongingtoEzequie1Jané,inwhichonlythefirstpagehasbeenused.
It containsarequestfor materials,which makesonesuspectthattheowner
waseitheroneoftheteachersservingin the145thMixed Brigade,orasoldier
15 Ventura,'En Cataluña',pp.354-5.
16 GeneralArchivesoftheCivil WarinSalamanca(Spain),P.S.Aragón,seriesR,
box50,correspondenceof l45thMixedBrigade.
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whowasgiventhiswork.Buttherecanbenodoubthattherequestis for
materialsfortheschoolattachedtothisBrigade:
Schoolmaterialneeded:Coveringfor4blackboards,writinl!,pad~,pencilsboth
leadandcoloured,pens,notebooks,antifascistschoolbooks,material(under-
neath)cardboardforthewall-journal,textbooksforpreparinglessons,erasers,
handwritingexercisebooks(underliningin theoriginal).
Weknowverylittleofthethreeauthorsoftheexercisebooksinquestion,and
eventhiscomesfromtheinformationtheythemse1vesprovide.For José
CortésSala,in fact,\Vehavenodata,andheleavesnopersonaltracein the
fewlessonshedid.ForJuanSalvadorandPabloGariallweknowisthathey
sharedanexercisebook,asthefollowingnoteonpagefourindicates:'Fin-
ishedby PedroGariandstartedby JuanSalvador.'Handwritingana1ysis
confirmsthis,giventhedifferencebetweenthelessonsdoneuptothatpoint
andtheonesthatfollow,completedinverydifferenthands.Whi1ethefirst
fourpagesoftheexercisebookrevea1acursivescriptproducedinveryclear
andwell-orderedhandwriting,thefollowingpagesarewritten1essneady
andthecompositionis notasattractive.Wehavemostinformationabout
RamónBarrancoValencia,whosenotebookistherichestintermsoflength
andcontent.Thankstooneof the1essonshedid,namelydrawingupajob
applicationletter,weknowthatRamónBarrancowasthen26yearsold,was
bomin La Carolina(Jaén),livedin Barcelona,wascalledupin 1933and
enlistedin thePopularArrnyon3 July 1937.Hewasin theMachine-gun
Companyofthe3rdBatta1ionofthe145thBrigade,inthe44thDivision,and
servedintheCulturalMilitia from22September1937to26January1938.
Theexercisebooksarem1ed,in largein-quartoformat,andbelongto
thecategoryof adhocexercisebooks- thosepurpose-madeby printers
andbooksellerspecia1isingin scholasticmateria1s.17Two of thebooks
17 MariadelMardelPozoAndrés& SaraRamosZamora,'El cuadernodeclase
comoinstrumentodeacreditacióndesaberesescolaresy controldela labor
docente',inLa acreditacióndesaberesy competencias:Perspectivahistórica.
XI ColoquioNacionaldeHistoriadela Educación,Oviedo(Universidad e
Oviedo- SociedadEspañoladeHistoriadelaEducación),2001,pp.481-501;
and'Los cuadernosdeclasecomorepresentacionessimbólicasdela cultura
escritaescolar',inAlfredoJiménezEguizábal~tal.,Etnohistoriadelaescuela.
XII ColoquioNacionaldeHistoriadela Educación,Burgos(Universidade
Burgos-SociedadEspañoladeHistoriadelaEducación),2003,pp.653-664.
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Illustration3- exercisebookusedbyJuanSalvadorandPabloGaríCamps,1938
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(thoseusedbyRamónBarrancoandbyJuanSalvadorandPabloGarijointly)
wereproducedbythesameprinterorprintshopoA1thoughitsnameis not
given,thebookshaveidenticalcharacteristicsoTheirfrontcoverscarrythe
sameprintedtitlesfollowedbythesameblankspacesforthesoldiertofill
in: 'Exercisebookfor [000] [objectofstudy]', 'Belongsto [..o][student's
name]'(seeIllustration3)0 Thebackcoverscarrylongtablesof addition,
subtraction,multiplicationanddivisionoThethirdnotebook,whosecon-
tentscorrespondtoJoséCortésSala'shandwriting,wasmadebytheprinter
MinervaPontoIt doesnothavethetitle'ExerciseBook'onthefrontcover
butstartsdirectlywiththeheading'Student',followedby variouslines
startingwith'School'andfollowedby 'Grade'oThebackcoveralsocon-
tainselongatedadditionandmultiplicationtables.Thesefeaturesleadusto
supposethatthenotebookswerenotproducedexpresslyfor thesoldiers,
butweremostprobablysurplusexercisebooksforprimaryschoolswhich
weresentothefrontasdonationsbyvariousprintersandeducationalcen-
tres,or fromvariousorganisatiQnso
Thenotebook,asevidenceof acculturationtowriting,asJeanHébrard
hasdefinedit, is aboveallmaterialsupportwhichshapesandcontrolsthe
actof writingo18It impliestasksof compositionandarrangementonthe
page,whichcanevenbeseenonthefrontcovers,althoughthefull dimen-
sionsofthesetasksbecomeclearonthepagesinsideoThesoldier,justlike
anyotherstudent,firsthastoleamhowtoorganisethedifferentspaceson
thepageaccordingto conventionalroles:paragraphbreaks,marginsand
blankspaces;headingsorsub-headings;anddatesandotherelementswhich
generallydefinetheschoolday,indicatethetypeof lessonwhichis going
on(eogodictation,prosecomposition,etco),andthusorderthedisposition
ofthewriting.Furthermore,achoneoftheseactivitiesandexercisesobeys
itsowngraphiclogic:thearrangementof thewritingvariesconsiderably
accordingtowhetherwearedealingwithaproblemora letter,forexam-
pIe,ascanbeseenin eachof OUT notebooks,becausein eachcasethey
followdifferentroles(seeIllustration4).
In addition,theexercisebooksdisplayanumberof quitedisparateac-
tivities,butonthebasisof theircontentwecangivearoughsketchof the
18 leanHébrard,'Lo spaziograficodelcuadernoscolasticoin FranciatraOttoe
Novecento',in QuintoAntonelli& Egli Becchi,eds,Scritture bambine.Testi
infantili Ira passatoepresente,Rome-Bari(Laterza),1995,ppo162-8.
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'insidehistory'of theschoolsatthefront.Theyall includemathematical
problems,dictationsanda few exercisesof composition,whosethemes
rangefromshortitemsfromgeographyorhistorylessonstoadviceonhy-
gieneor theprincipIesof geometry;whileRamónBarranco'snotebook
containsothermaterialindicatinghisgreaterfamiliaritywithwrittencul-
ture.If wedig intotheexercisebooksandanalysetheircontent,we can
suggestafewimportantconclusionsaboutheoperationof theschoolsat
thefront.ThepedagogyandtrainingputintopracticebytheCulturalMili-
tiaintheirclasses,aswellastheconstantpresenceofthewar,arevisiblein
thematerial,in thespecificstylesof writingskillsacquisitionandthede-
greeof familiaritywithwritingpractices,andin theteacher'smethodsof
interventioni thelearningprocessascanbeseenfromthespellingcorrec-
tionsonmanypagesoftheexercisebooks.Arme-MarieChartierhasshown
thatschoolexercisebooksareprivilegedsitesforthestudyof theconfron-
tationbetweentheory,themostdesirableducation,andlearningin prac-
tice,whatreallygetsthroughin theend.19Ononehand,thebasiclinethe
teachersfollowedatthefrontswastotransformthewarasastruggleagainst
fascismintothefqcusof theirteaching,sothatthesoldierwouldunder-
standwhyhewasriskinghislifeonthebattlefieldandwouldreceivepo-
liticaltraining.Ontheotherhand,ifanything,whatweseein theexercise
booksanalysedis thatthewar is madevisiblenot so muchin its most
ideologicalaspectsbutratheratthelevelofdailylifeatthefront.Ideology,
infact,ispracticallynon-existent,exceptinoneofthelastdictations,barely
tenlineslong,inRamónBarranco'snotebook,devotedtoantifascistpolicy.
So,forexample,themajorityof thelessonsandmathsproblemsarecon-
nectedwiththebattalions'supplies,leave,soldiers'pay,donationsreceived
fromcharitiesor foodrations:'You haveto share150orangesbetween
4soldiersin suchawaythateachonereceivesdoubletherationoftheone
before.How mal)Ydoeseachsoldierget?'Besidesmathsproblemslike
thisone,linkedtothenecessitiesof dailylife,twonotebookscontainspe-
cific activitiesaimedatteachingthemIesof spelling,aswe candeduce
fromthelessonsdevotedtotheuseof thelettersb,h,j andv.
19 Anne-MarieChartier,'Travauxdesélevesetcahiersscolaires:l'histoirede
l'éducationducotédespratiques', inEguizábaletal.,Etnohistoriadela escuela,
pp.23-40.
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It wasnot,however,simplyamatteroflearning spellingandmaths.As
Colonel Morrionesof the 1sI Army Corps wrotein anartic1ethatappeared
in ArmsandLetterson the occasion of the inaugurationof the Madrid
Soldiers' Home in luly 1937,the Cultural Militias shouldensure,mainly
throughtheirc1asses,thatsoldiersrapidlyacquiretheability to adaptto the
circumstancesof war:
Theworkthatisbeingdoneforthegoodof thecausegivesmegreatsatisfac-
tion,butit maybethatat thepresentimeyou areforgettingto paymuch
attentiontotechnicaldetails;towhatshouldbelearnedbeforeandafter,andto
theneedto impartcertainabilitiesasa basisfor acquiringnewones.Don't
forget,membersoftheCulturalMilitias,thatweareatwarandinwarweneed
soldiersandofficersforourarrny.20
It was consideredurgent,therefore,to train soldierswho were tactically
andtechnicallypreparedfor military life in the field. Among all thewrit-
ing exercisesrelatedto military training,we haveonly found in thenote-
booksa few dictationsdevotedto poisongasesand 'aggressivechemicals',
theiraim cleariybeingto warn soldiershow to reactif theywere sprayed
with thesegases,andwhat consequencesmightbefall thosewho did not
follow advice.
Looking furtherat the activitiésrecordedin Ramón Barranco'snote-
book,which aswe havementionedis themostcompleteandvariedof the
three,we canoutlinea few featuresof soldiers' literacyon therepublican
front.Othersourcestellusthattheacquisitionofbasic competencyin read-
ing and writing was only the beginningof a much more comprehensive
processof acculturationintowriting practices,andthis is borneout in this
notebook.As well astheusualdictations,mathsproblems,copiesandcom-
positions,the student-soldierRamón Barranco, like many of those who
attendedschoolsat the front, learnedto use written culturemore exten-
sively.Above aU,heappliedit to resolveconcretedai1ysituations.Thus the
pagesofhis exercisebookarea faithfulreflectionofmany ordinaryusesof
writinginwartlme.Therearevariousmilitarymessages,certificatesof serv-
ice, a model receiptfor diversematerials,and two job applications,one
addressedto theDirectorofPopular War Schoolsandtheotherto theMin-
isterfor Defence(seeIllustration5):
20 Armasy Letras, n°1,1August1937,p.4.
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ToHis MostExcellentSir,Ministerof theRepublic,
A Request
RamónBarrancoValencia,
bornCarolina(Jaén)andcurrentlyresidentinBarcelona,56BarracasBogatell
Street,26yearsof age,married,enlistedin theMachine-gunCompanyof the
3rdBattalion,the145thBrigade,44thDivisionwithduerespectdeclares:
Thattherehavingappearedin theOfficialDiaryof theMinistryforNational
Defence,n°248,acircularinvirtueofwhichacompetitionisannouncedtofill
800positionsfor CampaignOfficersin theInfantryCorps,andfindingthat1
havethecircumstancesandrequirementsprescribedin theabove-mentioned
circular,1entreatyourExcellencytoincludemeonthelistofapplicantstaking
partin thiscompetition.
For all ofwhichpleaseacceptmymostsincerethanks.
Saludy República.
MiddleSector,10-2-1938
RamónBarranco.
Nevertheless,we lack otherrnodelsof more personalwritings, although
theirpresenceatthefrontsis well documentedandtheirabsenceherernay
be solely attributableto the limitationsof the sample.'No doubtthemost
significantof thesewas personalcorrespondence,so necessaryandindis-
pensablein wartimeto maintainthesoldier'smorale.Letter-writingprac-
ticeswereencouragedby epistolaryrnanualsto guidethewriter,presentin
the cataloguesof libraries at the front, and in requestsreceivedby those
responsiblefor sendingbooks to thetrenches.21Indeed,in theorientation
notessentto theCulturalMilitia for the3rdArrny Corps,dated30 Septem-
ber 1937,it appearsthatthemain aim was to getsoldiersto learoto read
andwrite a letterin threemonths,with specific recornmendationsfor the
typeofletter concemedanda few examplesofthe mostappropriateepisto-
lary expressions.The desireto learoto write letterswas, in fact, themain
reasonmanyilliteratesoldiersattendedtheclassesofthe CulturalMilitias,
and its members,well awareof this,wereconvenientlyableto tailor their
lessoncontentto thesoldier'sprimaryneedto cornmunicatewith his loved
ones and to readwhat they senthim. In addition,knowing how to write
openedup for all thosewho askedthepossibility of a wartimegodmother
(madrinadeguerra)who would give themadviceand keepthementer-
21 VerónicaSierraBias,'La guerraeneltintero.Manualesepistolaresparasolda-
dos',in Pliegos de Bibliofilia, nO21,2003,pp.15-38.
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tainedin theiridlemomentswith lettersandgifts.Oncetheilliteratesoldier
hadleamedtowrite, thefirst thinghedid wasto sendatleasttwo lettersto
announcetheevent:oneto his family, wife or girlfriend, and anotherad-
dressedto someonein authority,usually Jesús Hemández,then Minister
for Public Education,or La Pasionaria.22
Thesefirst lettersfrom the soldier,his 'epistolarybaptism',were fur-
thercelebratedby theirpublicationin theso-calledtrenchjoumals (news-
paperspublishedfor eachunit, groupingor military corps),which greatly
popularisedthework of theCultural Militias, by giving regularreportson
how theirwork wasprogressing,themethodstheyused,theactivitiesthey
promoted,andtheresultsobtained.Making privatelettersintopublic docu-
mentshada doublepurpose:firstly, it encouragedeveryoneto seethe im-
portanceandrecognisetheeffortsof thosecornradeswho hadmanagedto
win thebattleagainstilliteracy.As Rafael Abella said, seeingyourself in
printwasagreatsourceof pridefor whoeverhadachievedit, andin theend
it was also a way to be someone,to emergefrom anonyrnity.23The deter-
minedeffortwhich manymadeto escapefrom illiteracywas spurredon by
thethoughtof readingtheirownnamein thepaperor of sendingin apoem,
areport,a shortstory,ahistory,a letteror someotherwrittencontribution.
In addition,thelettersbecamepropagandafor thegovemment,which used
themto makethemostof theachievementsof the campaignagainstillit-
eracywagedatthefronts.
In thisway, thesoldierwas irnmersedin a muchwider world of writ-
ing.Togetherwith letters,therewereonly a few distinctlyprivatecomposi-
tions,thechiefexamplebeingthecampaigndiary.Otherworkswith amore
literaryandartisticcharacter,like poetryor drawings,mightbe produced
for competitions.Whetherin exercisebooks, letters,poemsor othertesti-
mony,thefact is thatmanysoldierswho enlistedin thePopular Arrny left
somewrittentrace.Thanksto theCultural Militias, whoseclassesandac-
tivitiescontributedto their intellectual,political andmilitary training,and
alsoto Popular Culture,which madepossiblethedisseminationof books,
magazines,newspapersandotherliterature,thesesoldiersreadandbegan
to spell and recognisetheir first letters.The Republican Arrny therefore
22 A leadingcornmunistpersonalityandcharismaticorator.
23 RafaelAbella,La vidacotidianadurantelaguerracivil. La Españarepublicana,
Barcelona(Planeta),2004,p. 303.
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foughtfascismbothwith gunsandwiththepen,producingthesewell-
knownlinesthatthepoetAntonioMachadodedicatedtoLíster:'If mypen
wasasgoodasyourpistollmycaptain,I woulddiehappy.'24
24 AIso thetitleofFemandoDíaz-Plaja,Si mipluma valiera tupistola. Los escri-
toresespañolesen la guerra civil, Barcelona(Plaza& Janés),1979.
